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1. INTRODUCTION 
It could be argued that habit plays an implicit role in 
understanding relationships between people and 
technologies within user experience studies and 
interaction design (e.g. Jordan, 2000; McCarthy 
and Wright, 2004; Norman, 2005). Yet, a more 
explicit focus on habit has not received much 
attention within HCI. Conventionally understood as 
a form of behavioural automaticity, habit implies a 
loss of agency that forecloses on possibilities for 
change, and thus may seem to offer little for a field 
oriented towards designing for new forms of 
interaction. 
In this position paper we argue that considering the 
important role played by objects within social 
relations might be productive for understanding and 
designing for habituated interaction within HCI.  
We turn to concepts of habit drawn from cultural 
theory, which challenge orthodox views of habit as 
a rigid pattern of behaviour located within the 
individual by thinking about the ways habits emerge 
through interactions between people and things 
over time. People habituate all kinds of objects, 
devices and technologies into their routines and 
everyday lives through adoption and appropriation, 
but in turn these attachments to material things 
come to shape the embodiment and performance 
of habits. Considering this mutuality in the ways 
people and technologies inhabit each other might 
offer some insights for tangible and embodied 
interaction design, particularly in the emerging 
contexts of an Internet of Things (IoT). 
2. DEFINING HABIT 
Habit is conventionally defined as a practice, 
disposition or mode of behaviour that is acquired by 
a person through repetition—of action or thought—
until it becomes routine, customary or unconscious 
(e.g. Wood et al., 2002). The locus of habit, then, is 
typically understood in psychological approaches to 
be the individual and, more specifically, individual 
cognition. Locating habit within cognitive 
processes, however, marginalises the role 
embodied interactions and tangible and material 
objects play in the formation and performance of 
habit (e.g. Brereton, 2013; Robertson, 2012). There 
is, however, work in cultural theory that 
conceptualises habit as both a product of, and site 
for mediating, interaction, suggesting it is more 
adaptive than rigid and so may have something to 
offer research and design within HCI. 
3. CULTURAL THEORY AND EMBODIED HABIT 
Literature within phenomenology has theorised the 
concept of habit as an embodied relation to 
materiality. Merleau-Ponty, for example, 
emphasises the reciprocal inhabiting that goes on 
in relations between bodies and things in his well-
known example of a blind man’s stick: “To get used 
to a hat, a car or a stick is to be transplanted into 
them, or conversely to incorporate them into the 
bulk of our own body. Habit expresses our power of 
dilating our being in the world, or changing our 
existence by appropriating fresh instruments” 
(Merleau-Ponty, 1962, p143, emphasis added). For 
Merleau-Ponty habit is not simply a rigid pattern of 
individual behaviour, but instead expresses our 
capacity to adopt and adapt to artefacts through 
embodied interaction. 
Within anthropology more broadly, habit has helped 
to reveal the ways embodied dispositions are not 
only shaped through material relations but also 
through collective ones. In his 1934 essay 
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‘techniques of the body’, anthropologist Marcel 
Mauss, for example, helped develop the concept of 
habitus to describe the acquisition and embodiment 
of culturally learnt habits of physical conduct. 
Based on his experience in World War I observing 
English troops’ inability to use French spades, he 
considered the ways many bodily gestures, 
knowledges, and habits are shaped through 
culturally shared interactions. 
Within cultural theory, then, habit has been 
considered as a phenomenon not limited to the 
individual, but as emerging in much more materially 
distributed and collective relationships.  
4. HABITUATING TECHNOLOGY 
Habit has also featured in efforts to understand the 
impact of changing technologies associated with 
modernity and new forms of media communication. 
Here, habit emerges as a way of mediating how we 
interact with technology; how we inhabit and 
habituate to a changing technological environment.  
Cultural theorist Ben Highmore traces writing on 
the relationship of habits and technology in the 
work of twentieth century theorists such as Theodor 
Adorno and Walter Benjamin (2011). Highmore 
describes how Adorno assesses innovations of 
industrial society such as automatic closing doors 
as entraining abrupt movements, brutal gestures 
and inconsiderate habits. In contrast, Benjamin 
sees technology habituation as an embodiment of 
sensations and knowledge (apperception) that 
enables human capacities to engage with new and 
changing technological experiences. For Highmore, 
this understanding of habit has a lot to offer current 
critiques of media technologies. He argues that 
contrary to views about information overload 
eroding our ability to concentrate, habit builds 
apperceptive capacities that habituate our senses 
to the complexity of contemporary media and 
information environments. 
Taking a materialist approach inherited from 
Science and Technology Studies and Actor-
Network Theory, Highmore goes on to describe our 
interaction with technologies as a process of 
reciprocal habituation. Highmore uses the chair as 
an example of the relationship between technology 
and habit, noting a chair is designed to habituate to 
people by affording support in a squatting position, 
yet in turn people habituate to a chair by learning 
and embodying prescribed ways of sitting. Thus, 
habituated interaction emerges over time through 
the interplay of design, adoption, affordance, and 
appropriation to shape the experience and 
performance of embodied and everyday routines.  
5. OBJECT-CENTRED HABITUATION 
Understanding habits as developed through mutual 
interaction, where people and technologies adapt 
to each other over time might help sensitise 
researchers to design possibilities for an emerging 
Internet of Things and the increasing possibilities 
for augmenting everyday objects with computation, 
networking and communication capacities.  
Designing with habit in mind suggests attending to 
the ways everyday objects and existing 
technologies have come to be successfully 
habituated into people’s lives through their use and 
appropriation (Brereton, 2013; Oulasvirta et al., 
2012). Habituated interaction, then, articulates a 
need for participatory design approaches that 
consider how design continues in use. But 
importantly, augmented objects are in some senses 
users of computing technologies (Binder et al., 
2012; Ehn, 2008). And so, habituated interaction 
implies a need for inclusive design approaches that 
also considers objects as social participants in 
habituating to users. 
Considering the social qualities of objects is central 
to theories of socio-materiality, which have 
conceptualised objects as thoroughly entwined with 
and active participants in human social life (Knorr-
Cetina, 1997; Latour, 2008; Suchman, 2005). In the 
contexts of HCI, the concept of ‘social objects’ or 
‘object-centred sociality’ (Engeström, 2008) has 
built on this theoretical approach to think about the 
ways people bond with, are attached to, and 
connect through objects. Engeström developed 
these terms in reference to objects within online 
social networks, referring to digital objects such as 
photos (Instagram), URLs (del.icio.us), video 
(Youtube) or other shareable content. He argued 
that social networks are not only made of people 
but also mediated by shared objects; that objects 
like people have social networks through their 
relationships to the people who design, make, sell, 
consume and use them. 
The concept of social objects, however, has yet to 
be adequately transferred into the contexts of 
tangible interaction design. There are some notable 
exceptions that think about the social life of 
everyday objects, such as the ‘Tales of Things and 
electronic Memory’ project, which uses QR or RFID 
tagging to allow people to attach stories to a 
physical object and create an object biography. 
Yet, extending this conceptual insight through 
designs for new Internet of Things technologies 
remains largely unexplored. We argue that 
opportunities for augmenting physical objects with 
new technologies are to be found in design 
strategies that consider the sociality of everyday 
objects – as opposed to a technological focus in 
making smart objects – and in particular finding 
ways to support our habituated interactions with 
and through things. 
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